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THE LIWTS OF LEVER4GE: 
U.S. JXFLKESCE AXD THE TURKISH -MILITARY 

Among the Important, albelt secondary, tasks of the Umted States mllrtary 1s to 

work wth selected foreign mlhtanes to help make them more effectwe secunty partners 

Efforts to this end range from co-productlon of weapons systems to officer exchanges, 

and can include, znter alla, m&ary sales financing, Jomt euercxses, and professional 

mllrtary education programs It 1s often assumed that, the broader the range of such 

rnmatl\ es and the deeper the m&tag -to-mlhtaxy ties, the greater le\ erage the U S should 

enjoy Some observers questlon whether Washmgton extracts the full ad\ antage of such 

pohcles, and call upon L S to make more deterrnmed use of these Instruments to 

mfluence the recrplent countr)l 

In practice. honever, the relatlonsbp between rmlltary ties and U S lei erage 1s 

not nearly so direct as some mght wsh Turkey provides a good example of the 

resistance that e\ en deeply rooted mll-to-ml1 contac-s wth a long-srandmg all! can 

encounter \i hen Washington tnes to affect the beha\ lor of another counrq U S efforts 

to influence the Turhsh mlhtac m two mam areas of concern, human nghrs performance 

and cwl-mllrtary relations, have often fallen short of the expectations of some m the 

esecutlr e branch, the Congress and the public These less-than-hoped-for results ar,gue 

not for the abandonment of m&to-ml1 tools, but rather the reallstlc recogmtlon of therr 

llmlts 

The promment pOSIhOn of the mlhtary m contemporary Turkish socleQ can be 

understood only m the context of the hlstonc role of the armed forces The Treaty of 

Sexes Imposed by the wtonous Alhes at the end of World War I not only stqped the 
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Ottoman Empxe of its possessions m the Balkans and the Middle East, but divided most 

of present-day Turkey among occupymg pomers Begmnmg m the Anatohan hmterlands 

m May 19 19, General Mustafa Kemal consolidated rebel nationalist forces mto an army 

that m little more than three years expelled the European occupiers from the country * 

Upon becommg President of the neubom Turkish Republic m 1923, Kemal took off his 

umform, but never lost his mlhtary offker’s outlook, surroundmg himself \+lth his 

comrades m arms He more commanded than governed the country, decreeing a new 

legal code, a ne\x calendar, and a new alphabet, abohshmg Islam as the state reh,olon, 

requmng surnames (the parliament awarded him the name “Ataturk’‘--**Father of the 

Turks”), and outla\\mg such tradmonal attire as the veil and the fez’ Through such 

sweeping measures, Ataturk sought to eradicate practices that he thought left the Turks 

backxard and lxeak xz~-ti-~w Europe Over the decades, the Kemahst \islon-- 

characterized by adherents as progressl\e, secular, Western-Iookmg, and erhmcallq 

Turkish--1iaas s>stematlcal-\ ms:llled mto rhe mllltary, \\hlch \\as encouraged to see itself 

as the ultimate guarantor of -hose essential L alues 

In the past four decades. the Turkh military has staged three coups m 1960, 

1971 (the --Coup by Memorandum,” m which the government complied wth a letter 

mstructmg It to step down \ oluntanly or be removed by force), and 1980 In each case, 

the elected polmcal structure had reached prolonged deadlock, and the threat of violence 

’ With the 1923 Treaty of Lausanne, which superseded the Treaty of Sevres, Turkey became the 
only “1 anqmshed” World War I power to successfully challenge the humlhatmg capltulatlon terms 
demanded by the vxtors 

‘Turkh authormes have ofien taken dracoman measures to enforce the Remahst revohmon m 
mores. as recounted m Jeremy Seal’s leg readable A Fe: of the Heart Trmels around Trrrkey zn Search of 
a Hat Few York, Harcourt Brace & Company, 1996) 
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and/or further deterioration was very real ’ The coups were greeted wth relief by much 

of the Turhsh population, and understanding, If not oumght approval, by the West ’ In 

each case, the generals returned authonty to clvlllans along a timetable of the mlhtary’s 

choosmg The actions that accompanied the coups--execution of some polltlclans, 

lmpnsonment of others, bannmg of still others and their partles, amendment of the 

constltutlon to gve a mllltaq -dominated National Secunty Council (TKSC) a decldmg 

voxe--did not, however, achieve the lasting political stab&y the generals intended 

Turke>‘s current penod of elected clvlllan government, dating back to 1983, IS Its 

longest yet Over the past three years, however, the military has agam begun to flex rts 

muscles, ~sammg polmclans that they were approachmg the boundanes of what the 

generals considered lmpenmsslble The mllltaq‘s vlen of the threat was bluntly 

summanzed by Gen Cex ok Brr. the deput)r chief of the general staff, \+ ho m Apnl 1997 

announced that combatmg anti-secular Islamic forces had become the mllltav‘s top 

pnonn, outrating e\ en the fight agamst Kurdis-1 separatists ’ 

The gro\\mg public role of Islam rn Turkish society was not sudden phenomenon 

Turgut Ozal. the first elected Pnme Mlmster folloulng the 1980 coup, pursued a pohcy 

of cautious hberallzatlon and conclhatlon with Islamic forces, to the point that, begmnmg 

m 1990, the budget of the Mm.~s&y of ReQous Aff&xrs exceeded that of the Mm~stq of 

310 the months preceding the 1980 coup, the death toll from dueling nghtlst and lefhst pohtlcal 
violence had reached more than ten people a day Xlcole and Hugh Pope, Turkq Chwled A History of 
Modern Turkey (Woodstock, N Y The Overlook Press, 1998), 139 

‘One source quotes Paul Henze, the NSC expert for Turkey at the time, tellmg a leading Turhsh 
general Just pnor to the 1980 coup, “I hope that you will not allow thmgs to get out of hand m Turkey,” and 
slghmg “That IS so, great,” when receiving news of the rml~tary’s move later that week Mehmet Ah 
Blrand, 7he Genera& ’ Coup M Ttrrkej An InsIde Sto?y of I2 September 1980 (London Grassey’s Defence 
Publishers, 1987), 172, 185 . 

‘Kelly Coutuner, “Anti-Seculansm Eclipses Insurgency as Turkish Arml’s So 1 Concern,” 
Washngton Post, 5 Apnl 1997, set A, p 22 
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Education and Health ’ In the eyes of the Turkish general staff, however, the coalmon 

government led by PM Necmettm Erbakan of the pro-Islamx Welfare (Refah) Party that 

came to power m July 1996 represented the first step toward a de-secularized Islamic 

republic ’ Refah’s election campaign wlllmgness to offer the Kurds Increased cultural 

rights m the name of “Islamic brotherhood” made the party that much more suspect to the 

generals ’ 

The mlhtary‘s response took various forms The army sent tanks through an 

Istanbul suburb shortly after the Refah mayor of that mumcrpahty hosted an anti-Israel 

rally at w hlch the guest of honor, the Iraman ambassador, called for the mtroduction of 

Islamic law m Turke! , the mayor was removed and the ambassador expelled The TSSC 

ordered the government to enforce ewstmg bans on Islamx dress, restrxt the acx lnes of 

h&Am-oriented sects and foundaxons. limit enrollment m rehglous schools, and 

in\ esngate Islamic-owned busmesses (an Important source of funding for Refah) 

Officers deemed pro-Islamic were casluered Fmally, in the “soft coup“ of June 1997, 

the m~lnary successfully pressured Erbakan to step down He and his party were banned 

from poht~cs, although Refah reconsututed Itself as the Vntue (Fazllet) Pam, w hlch 

Erbakan contmued to control from behmd the scenes 

Erbakan’s successor as PM, Mesut Yllmaz of the center-nght Motherland Party, 

was repeatedly called upon to prove ins seculanst credennals through concrete actions 

In March 1998 he comphed 111th the general staffs demands to unpose harsher sentences 

on violations of the country-s secular dress code, restnct rehgous schools and 

%en Lombardi, “Turkey - The Return of the Reluctant Generals 7,” Polmcal Science Quarrer~~~ 
112, no 2 (Summer 1997), 5 (on ProQuest Direct pnnt out) 

‘An rmpresslon Erbakan’s ear.\ o&la1 wslts to Iran and Llbqa did nothmg to dispel 
‘Po3e, p 344 
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foundations, and limit the constructlon of mosques The m111tary also sought the nght to 

re\ lew the accredltatlon of foreign decrees, thus garnmg leverage over Turkish students 

studying at Islamx mstrtutlons abroad Semor mlhtary leaders pubhcly commended the 

prosecutor who successfully convicted the Fazllet mayor of Istanbul of allegedly mcltmg 

rehglous hatred at a public rally ’ 

For many observers m the West, the agsesswe, often brutal, campaign agamst 

those Ankara defined as Xurdlsh terronsts” had already earned the Turkish armed forces 

a reputation for flagrant abuse of human rights The demonstrated nlllmgness to pressure 

elected polmclans added to this the Image of a military dlsdamful of democratic 

mstltutlons The understandmg that the generals found m many Western capitals m 1963, 

1971, and 1989 Ras now mfrequsnt and condItiona Here, as m sb man) other areas, the 

end of the Cold R ar and the collapse of the SOL let Union had changed the equation from 

their former posrtlon of dominance, secunb concerns became but one of many elements. 

and a dmumshed one at that, m rela-ions with Turhey 

In light of this ne\+ em rronment, what are the most effect]\ e means to mff uence 

the conduct of the Turkxsh mlh:an 3 Some obsen ers crlticlze the United States for 

attachmg too great a uelght to the secwty drmenslon of the relatlonslup and being too 

quick to o\ erlook abuses, they credit the Europeans wth a more prmclpled approach lo 

In fact, Europe presents lessons on how to forfelt mfluence wth Ankara Most of the txo 

mllhon Turkish gusturberters m Western Europe are precluded from cltlzenshlp m then 

‘The remarks m questlon were quotations from Zya Gokalp, an early 20* century writer who 
became one of the Ieadmg ldeologsts of Kemahsm, and who cannot be accused of antl-seculansm Jeremy 
Salt, “Turkey’s hllhtary ‘Democracy’,” Currenr Hmxy 98, no 625 (February 1999), p 77 

“John Tmrman, “The Ankara-Jerusalem axls,” ?3e iVamm 268, no 1 (4 January 1999), p:, 1-2 (on 
ProQuest Direct prmt out) 
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host countries, despite residency that m some cases extends back three generations The 

European Union’s December 1997 declslon to reject accession negotlauons wxth Turkey 

while welcommg ten other potential member states emblttered the Turks, who saw the 

move as evidence of European hypocnsy encouraged through the baneful Influence of 

EU-member Greece Fmally, the murky role that several European gokemments played 

m the flight of Kurdish extremist Abdullah Ocalan strikes most Turks as nothmg other 

than aidmg and abettmg a terronst In sum, although the Turbsh elite m general, and the 

mlhtary m particular, desire the West’s acknowledgement as Western-onented 

themselves, the Europeans through their own policies hake reduced their credlbllny \\lth 

Ankara 

The United States shares many of the Europeans’ concerns, and enJo\ s important 

adi anzages m IIs relations \tlth the Turkish armed forces U S mlhtary cooperation ~7th 

Turkey has a Iong history, dating back to the Truman admmlstranon For much of that 

period, Turkey 1~ as a front lme state confrontmg the SOL let Union, It \\as from Turkey 

that L S mlsslles were \+lthdra\n m 1962 as the quzdpro quo for the removal of Soviet 

missiles from Cuba O\er the decades, thousands of officers passed through U S - 

sponsored trammg programs and exchanges, and a \ylde range of modem weapons 

systems was made available, often on advantageous terms through Foreign Mlltary 

Fmancmg (FM) M&a.ry assistance peaked dunng the Reagan admlmstratlon, whch 

part~u.larly valued Turkey’s anti-Commumst credentials Even today, Turkey remams 

the home of one of the most important U S mIlrtary bases m Europe (a category much 

reduced since the end of the Cold War) 
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Visits at a range of levels have underscored the importance of the bilateral 

relatlonshlp P-M Yllmaz was welcomed m Washmgton rn December 1997, a L ISII the 

Turkish government valued all the more agamst the background of the EU rebuff earher 

that month Secretary of Defense Cohen’s April 1998 visit to Turkey IIke\\ Ise pro\ lded 

opportumtles to reiterate the Importance the U S attaches to respect for human nghts and 

democratic mstltutlons In particular, the U S has urged the Turkish government to 

amend relevant laws to 1) broaden freedom of e?.presslon by narro\+mg the current 

defimrlon of sedltlon, and 2) make It easier to brmg charges against those accused of 

commxtmg human nghts abuses Clinton admuustratlon officials a\er that, \shlle much 

remains to be done, the bilateral dialogue has nevertheless succeeded m helghtenmg 

Turhsh awareness of these issues As a senior State Department of&la1 noted m 

congressional testimony. the problem of torture IS discussed more openly m Turke! than 

ex er before I1 

.%I1 the same, the pace of Turkey’s progress on these issues lea\ es man! 

dlssatlsfied, and some strongly ad\ ocate using the carrots and sticks of secunn assistance 

to reinforce the senousness of L S concerns Weapons systems \\ould appear to proi ldt: 

an ob\ IOUS lever for Influencing mlhtary behavior Under sustained attack b> 

congressional opponents for man! > ears, Foreign Mlhtary Financing for Turke! came :o 

an end m FY 99 I2 Others have sought to tighten the conditions under wlxh Turkey and 

others acquire U S weapons Congresswoman Cyntlua McI(lnney of Georsa, who MS 

“John S lattuck, AssIstant Secretary of State for Democracy, Human fights and Labor, m 
Congress, CornmIssIon on Secunty and Cooperation m Europe, Trrrkel -Unr~ed Sfufes Relations Potennal 
and Per11 Hearmgs before ihe Commnsron on Secung and Cooperation 111 Europe, 1 iMh Cong , In sess , 
19 September 1995 

“In the words of the OSD desk officer for Turkey, “It mas no longer worth the fight ” John 
Gales mtenrtew by author author’s notes, Washmgton, D C , 16 Apnl 1999 
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unsuccessful m her 1997 effort to estabhsh a congressionally mandated code of conduct 

govemmg such sales, declared “If they are gorng to be our ally and they also are gorng to 

receive our weapons, the least we can do 1s to suggest to them that they not use the 

weapons against their 0~x-n people “I3 More successful \jas Vermont Senator Patnck 

Leahy, who sponsored a law stlpulatrn,o that the Secretary of State must confirm that 

there 1s no credlbIe etldence of human nghts vlolatlons by speck mlhtary or police 

units before a counq IS e@bIe for U S -funded mlhtary trammg, equipment or loan 

guarantees In accordance wth that law, the State Department m December 1998 refused 

to approve Export-Import Bark loan -guarantees for a $45 m&on sale of armored 

1 ehlcIes to the Turkish poke ” A Turkish request to purchase S3 5 blkon \+orth of U S 

attacA hehcopters faces slmkr scrutmy 

Has this condmonahty brought posltl\ e changes the Turkish mlhtary’s approach 

to human rights and cIv&mllrta~ relatlons3 Seemmgiy not, a favorable causal 

rela-lonshlp 1s hard to find, whereas e\ ldence of negative fallout abouncs AnAara 

rejected a compromlse under \< hlch U S go\rernment financmg would be delal ed SIX 

montx \\ hlle the Tur-<lsh government implemented anti-torture trammg and other human 

rights measures The U S Ambassador to Turkey, Mark Pams, warned m a cable to the 

State Department, ‘-Turnmg do\sn the Ex-Im request ~41 essentially margmahze us as a 

player m the ongoing Qalogue on human rights here From this point on, we non-t even 

be able to get m the door to talk to them about torture, accountab&y, and related 

%e\ m 1kKleman, “Turkey’s mar on the Kurds,” BIIIietln of the Atomic Sclerrnsts 55 no 2 
@far/Apr 1999), p 4 (m the ProQuest Direct pnnt out) 

‘?he manufacturer, General Dynamics, arranged pnvate financmg kkhlgan Senator Carl Lex m, 
m whose state the vehcles were to be manufactured, argued that the State Department far exeecec the 
letter of the Leahy law, u hlch he sad should apply only to equipment used direcrl) for torture Dana 
Pnest, “Ye\% Human fights Law Tnggers Pohcq Debate, Md1tar-y Ad Restrlctlons Said to Harm U S 
Interests.” JT’ushmgton Post, 3 1 December 1998, set A, p 34 
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questlons If we say no to Ex-Im yy15 Resentment of the EU’s rejection has not prevented 

Turkzy from explonng alternate sources of &eaponry m Europe l6 Israel IS a finalist m 

the contract for attack hellcopters, Its aircraft are a competrtwe alternative to the U S - 

made machines ” The Turkish government may mcreasmgly conclude that U S 

weapons systems come ~7th too many stnngs attached 

This independence 1s reinforced by Turkey’s keen appreclatlon of its \ alue as a 

strate,olc partner to the U S Turkey 1s crucial to mtematlonal efforts to contain Saddam 

Hussein, and continues to take genuine risks m that regard The safest route for a 

pipeline to carry Casplan Sea gas and 011 crosses Turkey Turkey 1s one of the few 

countnes m the reson on good t2xms wth key U S ally Israel In short, the Turilsh 

autlonnes recognize that, \\hlle rhel need the U S , the U S also needs them 

Moreover, those \i ho are corn mced that mllltary assrstance gwes the U S 

polxerful leverage OL er the Turkish mrhtary underestimate or misunderstand the 

ins-ltunon they are tn mg to change Every Turkish child IS taught the m&spensaDle ro e 

of hlustafa Kemal and the armec forces m freeing the Turkish Republic from European 

occuparlon As the genera1 staff 1s well allare, the armed forces have long been by far 

the most respected mstltutlon m Turkh society Is Their responslbllrty as the ultimate 

guardians of the Kemahst hentage for the good of the country has been deeply Ingrained 

m Oeneratlons of officers = It 1s the ovemdmg core value of the Turkh mlhtary, central 

“Priest 
‘“Those actn lsts who credit Europe with more high-mmded standards than the U S m this area 

overlook the unabashed reaipohk N lth M hxh some European governments approach weapons sales 
“Tn-man, p 3 (on the ProQuest Drrect pnnt out) 
‘“In dlstmct contrast to the pohce, who are wdely viewed as corrupt, brutal and me_Tectrve It 1s 

at the door of the poke, rather than the mlhtary, that responslblhty for many of the human nshts abuses m 
Turhey must be laid 
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to their tdentrty and mrsslon. I9 On this the general staff sees no posslbllrty of 

compromise The Turkh mllltary ~11 do \+lthout foreign assistance and \\eapons 

before it ~111 sacrifice Its defining values 

Recognlzmg the llml:s to our leverage, Mhat should the U S do to encourage 

Turkish progress on human nghts and crvll-military relations7 It IS Important at the 

outset to acknowledge that tunes of change are inherently challengmg The end of the 

Cold War and the collapse of the Sowet Union drasncally and n-revocabIy altered the 

geopohtlcal em lronment m 13 hxh today’s semor Turkish officers were schooled As m 

so man! other countries, a desee of generational change ~11 need to occur before the 

new parade-m becomes mtemahzed In that contec, current U S programs of ofker 

exchanges and professlonal m&w education (mcludmg mlhtqJustlce trammg) are 

more Vmportant than ever, budget cuts m this mod&l>-fimded category” would be a 

false econom) indeed The more Turhsh officers who ha\e been exposed to L S 

prmclples on the role of the mlhtaq m a democracy, the better the chances -.lat some \\lll 

attempt to use those L alues to reform and update Kemahsm 

01 eraI1, It 1s probably a healthy thing that L S mlhtary assistance to Turkey has 

been cut back Congressional crmcs \\ho argue that a country wth one of the most 

dynamic, fastest-gronmg economies m Europe IS not a pnme candidate for assistance are 

hard to refute More Important, a lower level of assistance reduces both U S 

mlsnnderstandmg about the extent of leverage actually achieved and Turkish resentment 

over the condltrons recipients must fulfill 

“-4s the chief of the general staff told a reporter at a 1996 reception, “If you lose -4taturk and his 
pnnaples, you will lose the country. the regime, democracy. m short everythmg That’s why you have to 
hold tighter to them than ever ” Pope, 310 

‘O.4 mere Sl 5 m&on IS requested for IVET for Turkey m FY 99 
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At the same time, It might be astute to tone down some of the fulsome praise for 

“Turkey’s strategic role” that ntuahstlcally accompames U S pubhc statements on the 

bilateral relatlonshlp The Turlxh mlhtar)‘, polmcal class and ekes do not need therr 

already robust sense of Turkey‘s Importance inflated still further ‘I 

DIstortIon and exaggeratton are not umquely Turkish faults, but have also clouded 

some U S perspectlkes The fullest, most balanced plcrure posslbie IS necessary to 

Inform policy declslons on Turkey To that end, the more congressional delegahons that 

L lslt that count9 and examme the suuation first hand, the better Both the lesslaxe and 

execute\ e branches of the U S govemment must recogmze not only the many senous 

shortcommgs m the Turkish record, but those areas Ishere progress has occurrec the 

more open dIscussIon of torture and abuses Staying encaned gams the U S access and a I= 

hearmg. If not lmmedlate resuks, m Turkey 

Fmaliy, and most Important, the Umted States needs to acknowledge how much 

the course of future de\eIopmenrs m Turke) IS out of our hands Ulnma:el! , the eaten- to 

pinch the Turhsh mlhtary abuses human rights or Interferes m the polmcal process lt-111 

depend on the health, strength and matunty of the country‘s democratm mstnutlons In 

this, the armed forces are trapped m a vxlous circle of theu own mahng The Kemahst 

pattern of g-o\ emance set the hmlts wthm wmch pohhcians could operate, and provided 

the insurance pohcy of milltag mterventlon If elected leaders screwed up too badly The 

result was a largely mu-nature poImca1 class that was not requued to take responsrblhty 

for rts own actlons 22 If the general staff has reason to look do\n on the frachousness of 

“The strong showmg of the nghtlst-natlonahst Satlonal ktlon Party m the Apnl 18 
parhamentq electlons mdes rhetorical moderatlon on the part of the U S even more advisable The 
Islamx Fazrlet Party fared less well than expected 

“Pope, 34 1 



t7e Turkish pohtlcal class--and It does--that IS partly a result of what a lImIted 

opportunrty elected officials have had to exercise their governing sk11ls 

The solution to Turkey’s problems m human nghts and cwf-mlhtary relations 1s a 

stronger, more 1 porous democracy m that country This IS a long-term project that IS 

easier to set back than advance There IS lIttIe reason to beheve, ho\qe\er, mampulatmg 

mlhtarq assistance to pressure the Turkish armed forces ~~11 get us there any sooner 
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